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Researching a Historic Property

People research historic properties for many reasons. Property owners may want to know the original use of a
building, who occupied it, and what alterations have been made over time. Research will not only help provide
important information for restoration and rehabilitation projects, but also forms the basis for evaluating the
significance of a property and whether or not it is eligible for historic designation. When researching keep in mind
that you will be developing a narrative history and determining where your property fits into the city’s history and
development. Properties can be individually significant, but may also derive significance as part of a neighborhood
or historic district.    

The following are questions to keep in mind when researching your historic property:

< What is the historic name of the property?
< How many buildings, structures, and other resources make up the property?
< What are the construction dates? 
< What is the architectural style(s)?
< Who was the architect and builder? Are either well known for their skill or expertise?
< Does the property include a rare building or property type, or is it representative of many other properties in its

vicinity? 
< Is it a fine example of a style, craftsmanship or details?
< What changes have been made over time and when?
< How large is the property? Where is it located, and what are its boundaries?
< What is the development history of the area? How does it relate to a tract or subdivision developed during a

particular period of time?
< Was a landscape architect associated with the property?
< Are there significant landscape features such as retaining walls and trees?
< What is the current condition of the property, including the exterior, grounds, setting, and interior?
< How was the property used during its period of significance and how is it used today?
< Who occupied or used the property historically? Did they individually make any important contributions to

history? 
< How does the property relate to Riverside’s history and development?
< Were there any important events that occurred at the property?
< Was there a community function or group associated with the property?
< Does the property have important ethnic/cultural associations?
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RESEARCH “BEST BETS”

1. Historic Resources Inventory Database: You property may have already been researched as part of a survey project
completed by the City. This information can be accessed online.  

2. Riverside City Directories: City directories are useful for tracing the history of ownership, occupancy, and use of a
building.  

3. Building Permits: Original building permits will tell you when a property was built, what was  constructed on the
property (i.e. residence and garage), architect, builder, owner and cost. Subsequent permits will tell you what changes
have been made to the property over time. Building permits can now be accessed online at (link)

4. Sanborn Maps: Published by the Sanborn Map  Company, these historical maps  have building footprints and indicate
building materials, number of stories, and other information.  By viewing Sanborn Maps published over time, you may
be able to determine an approximate construction date (if no original building permits are available) as well as alterations
and additions to a property.  

5. Historic Photographs and Postcards: These will help you determine changes to the property over time, and are an
important resource for restoration projects.    

RESEARCH LOCATIONS

The following is a list of the most common research locations within the City of Riverside and a list of some of the types
of materials included in the collections:

Riverside City Planning Department, 3900 Main Street, 3rd Floor
The Planning Department has a database of historic properties that have been surveyed by the City as well as hard copy
files arranged by address. These files may include photographs and other information relating to the property history.
The Planning Department also has: 

Reports relating to specific projects 
Sanborn Maps (photocopies)
Books and other materials relating to Riverside history 
Resource materials on identifying architectural styles
Index to address changes
Index to street name changes

 
Pubic Works Department, 3900 Main Street, 3rd Floor
The Public Works Department has original tract maps. These can be used to trace development of a neighborhood or
area.

Riverside Municipal Museum, 3580 Mission Inn Avenue
The Municipal Museum history collection is available by appointment only (826-5273). Research sources include: 

Sanborn Maps (originals)
Historic Photographs
Subject Files
Architectural drawings/plans
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Riverside Public Library/Local History Resources Center, 3581 Mission Inn Avenue
The Local History Resource Center is open to the public during regular library hours of operation. The collection
includes:

Sanborn Maps (microfilm)
Historic Photographs 
Historic Postcards
City Directories
Subject Files
Newspaper articles
Books and other publications relating to Riverside history
Historical Maps

BIBLIOGRAPHY OF RESEARCH RESOURCES

Local History

Brown, James T. Harvest of the Sun: An Illustrated History of Riverside County. Northridge: Windsor
Publications, Inc., 1985.

Brown, John Jr. and James Boyd. History of San Bernardino and Riverside Counties…with Selected Biography
of Actors and Witnesses. Chicago: Lewis Publishing Company, 1922.

Gabbert, John Raymond. History of Riverside City and County. Phoenix: Record Publishing Co., 1935.

Guinn, James M. Historical and Biographical Record of Southern California. Chicago, Illinois: Chapman
Publishing Co., 1902.

Gunther, Jane Davies. Riverside County, California, Place Names: Their Origins and Stories. Riverside:
Rubidoux Printing Company, 1984.

Holmes, Elmer Wallace. History of Riverside County, California, with Biographical Sketches of the Leading
Men and Women…from the Early Days to the Present. Los Angeles: Historic Record Company, 1912.

Jennings, Bill, et al. Guide to the Historic Landmarks of Riverside County California. Riverside: Riverside
County Historic Commission Press, 1993.

Klotz, Esther H. and Joan H. Hall. Adobes, Bungalows, and Mansions of Riverside, California. Riverside:
Riverside Museum Press, 1985.

Lech, Steve. A Compendium of References on the History of Riverside County, California. Unpublished,
available at the Riverside Local History Resource Center.

Patterson, Tom. A Colony for California: Riverside’s First Hundred Years. Riverside: Press-Enterprise, 1971.

Patterson, Tom. Landmarks of Riverside and the Stories Behind Them. Riverside: Press-Enterprise Company,
1964. (Continued...)



Paul, Arthur G. Riverside Community Book. Riverside: Arthur H. Cawston, 1954.

Riverside County Historical Commission Press. Guide to the Historic Landmarks of Riverside County,
California. Riverside: 1993.

Robinson, W. W. The Story of Riverside County. Los Angeles: Title Insurance Company, 1957.

Architectural Guides

Blumenson, John J.-G. Identifying American Architecture: A Pictorial Guide for Styles and Terms, 1600-1945.
Nashville: American Association for State and Local History, 1981.

Carley, Rachel. The Visual Dictionary of American Domestic Architecture. New York: Henry Hoyt and
Company, 1994.

Fleming, John, et al. The Penguin Dictionary of Architecture.  Great Britain: Penguin Books, Ltd., 1966.

Foley, Mary Mix. The American House. New York: Harper & Row, 1980.

Harris, Cyril M. American Architecture: An Illustrated Encyclopedia. New York: W.W. Norton & Company,
1998.

Harris, Cyril M. Illustrated Dictionary of Historic Architecture. New York: McGraw-Hill Book Company,
1977.

Harris, Cyril M., ed. Historic Architecture Sourcebook. New York: McGraw-Hill Book Company, 1977.

McAlester, Virginia and Lee. A Field Guide to American Houses. New York: Alfred A. Knopf, 1984.

Pevsner, Nicholas et al. A Dictionary of Architecture.  New York: Overlook Press, 1976.

Phillips. Steven J. Old House Dictionary. Washington, D.C.: The Preservation Press, 1994.

Poppeliers, John C.S., et al. What Style Is It? A Guide to American Architecture. Washington, D.C.: The
Preservation Press, 1983.

Rifkind, Carole. A Field Guide to American Architecture. New York: New American Library, 1980. 

Whiffen, Marcus.  American Architecture Since 1780: A Guide to the Styles. Cambridge: MIT Press, 1992.

General Sources

Bucher, Ward, ed. Dictionary of Building Preservation. New York: John Wiley & Sons, Inc., 1996.

Burns, John A., ed. Recording Historic Structures. Washington, D.C.: The AIA Press, 1989.



Gebhard, David and Robert Winter. A Guide to Architecture in Los Angeles and Southern California. Santa
Barbara: 1977.

Hale, R.W., Jr. Methods of Research for the Amateur Historian. Nashville, TN: American Association for State
and Local History, 1969.

Harris, Cyril M. Illustrated Dictionary of Historic Architecture. New York: Dover Publications, Inc., 1977.

Hart, David M. “How To Date an Old House.” Handout distributed by Old House Journal, Brooklyn, NY,
October 1976.

Howe, Barbara, et al. House Histories. Nashville: American Association for State and Local History, 1986.

Kyvig, David E. and Myron A. Marty. Nearby History: Exploring the Past Around You. Nashville: American
Association for State and Local History, 1982.

Maddex, Diane, ed. All About Old Buildings: The Whole Preservation Catalog. Washington, DC: The
Preservation Press, 1985.

McKee, Harley J. Amateur’s Guide to Terms Commonly Used in Describing Historic Buildings. Rochester, NY:
Landmarks Society of Western New York, 1970.

McKee, Harley J.  Recording Historic Buildings. Washington, DC: US Government Printing Office, 1970.


	Page 1
	Page 2
	Page 3
	Page 4
	Page 5

